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INTERVIEW ~WITH MICHAEL PARKER
Michael Parker is the author ofseveral
novels and short story collections) most
recently Don't Make Me Stop Now
(Algonquin Books) 2007). His short stories have been published in Five Points,
Shenandoah, and the Georgia Review.
Parker's first novel Hello Down There
(Scribne0 1993)) was a finalist for the
PEN/Hemingway prize) and his short
fiction has been included in the Pushcart
Prize Stories and the 0. Henry Prize
Stories. Parker has earnedfiction fellowships from the National Endowmentfor
the Arts and the North Carolina Arts
Council and he currently teaches
creative writing at the University of
North Carolina-Greensboro.

CR: How do you write stories that resonate with an
increasingly diverse culture/ audience?
MP: I think the key to this is perhaps not starting from a point
where you are trying to appeal to a diverse culture. I try to write stories
about people and the messes they get themselves into, and my job is to
make these people contradictory and, I hope, sympathetic in ways that
are credible. If anything resonates with the reader, it's the sort of therebefore-the-grace familiarity that keeps you reading and nodding, that
keeps you emotionally involved.
Having said that, I've written stories from the points-of-view of
an elderly black man and a teenaged boy from Mexico. I don't presume
to know what it's like to be black or Hispanic in this country, and I
think for any portrait of another culture to be valid and honest, I need
to locate the ways in which we're all the same, or share certain psychic
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and emotional tendencies. The great thing about writing fiction is
that you can become someone other than who you are-in my case,
a middle-aged white man who teaches in a university creative writing
program. Ifl were limited to only that subject matter, I think I'd find
something else to do with my time.
CR:

must a story have to be successful
aesthetically? Is
any such
in
place?
MP: There are several elements, and they most certainly are
there in the first place. The first, the most crucial, is friction. Otherwise known as desire. What does this person want? If there's nothing
at stake, no desire, no want or need, there is no story. The second is
rhythm. The Irish story writer Frank O'Connor said, "Every story has
its own rhythm, which is the rhythm of life itself." The story writer's job
is to locate the rhythm of the situation he's describing and find wayswith language, with scene and summary and space break and syntax
and dialogue and gesture-to mimic that rhythm in the fabric of the
story. When you get these two things right-the friction, the rhythm
of that desire-the story works on the reader musically. Which is to
say with mystery and magic, with notes that seem to come from within
rather than without.
is your primary emotion as you begin to
a
new piece?
is your primary emotion as you finish
a piece?
MP: My primary emotion as I begin is a mix of faith and
doubt. It's rather like holding a car on a hill, a straight drive, of course.
(Automatic transmissions are an abomination. I have never owned one,
and when I get a rental car with an automatic transmission I drive like
a bat out of hell, because I have so much less to do with my hands and
feet.) You depress the pedals to find that sweet spot: gas and clutch
equally engaged. Faith that, first of all, you actually have a story to tell
and that you can find the friction and rhythm to tell it well. Doubt is
equally important, for if you believe too hugely in your skills, you will
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most certainly fail to find ways to make the story different from your
last; you'll end up repeating yoursel£ and/ or writing a lot of "look ma,
no hands" gorgeous prose that is as indulgent as it is irrelevant to the
story. You can be too hard on yourself-you can hold on to things too
long, you can be too timid-and you can be too easy on yourself. If you
fail to find that sweet spot, you'll end up stalled out on the hill.
When I finish a piece I have no emotion whatsoever. That's how I
know I'm finished.

oejmr1g1ng to

MP: I hate to keep quoting dead people, but others have said it
far better than I can. Henry James said the first and final job of the
fiction writer is to be interesting. The question is, how do you continue
to tell stories that are of interest to others? I would say that you need to
be an interesting person, but I have met far too many very
accomplished writers who are not actually very interesting people. I
think it falls, again, on finding the appropriate rhythm of the story.
1hat and interesting language-language which "aspires to the condition of music;' as Conrad suggested it should-are what interest me as
a reader. The other quote comes from Chekhov, who said that the role
of the artist is "not to solve the problem, but to state it correctly." Just
getting the problem down on the page is a big enough task. I'm not in
the business of offering solutions. Who am I to tell people how to live
their lives? My responsibility is to write fiction, not pamphlets.
As for when it stops belonging to me, that's an interesting question. I'm not sure of the answer. Does it ever belong to me? I suppose
certain theorists would say no. I guess I would say that it stops belonging to me the moment I no longer have any interest in reading over it.
That point usually comes well before it appears in print.
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CR: Most of your stories
novels seem to
bit with the idea of"place"_,,...,,, ... r•r•n
South.
are your thoughts on how "place"
functions in a
or how
in
your fiction both literally
MP: Most of my stories and novels are set in or around eastern
North Carolina, where I grew up. I know the landscape there, I know
what it smells like when rain blows up from the coast, I know what
it sounds like to be in a tobacco barn when that rain finally arrives,
though I haven't lived there in over 30 years. I don't have to invent it
from the ground up, though my rendition of it is always metaphorical, never realistic; for landscape in fiction is emotion, and my job is
not to convince someone that I'm a native of eastern North Carolina,
but to use, say, that point where a field tucks down into a pine grove as
a means to suggest something about what's going on in the heart and
mind of a character.
The novel I'm working on now is set in southern Virginia, in
the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, and in Mexico. I haven't
spent much time in Mexico, but as I write I'm living in Austin, Texas,
teaching at U.T., which helps a bit on the landscape front. Central
Texas is not Mexico, but it's closer than the coastal plains of North
Carolina. 1his morning I was riding my bike in the fabled Hill Country, got off to answer the call of nature, and came upside my first
exposure with a cactus. I had to take some duct tape to my ankle to get
all the barbs out. 11-iat's very valuable information. Not that I am going
to put it in the book, but hey, I understand a little more about what it's
like to live in a place where you could innocently step behind a tree and
end up ripping duct tape off your skin for a half hour or so afterward.
I like what Eudora Welty said in her essay "Place in Fiction." Place, she
said, defines character by confining it. Again, it's all about friction:
every place has its limitations and rhythm, every place has a certain cadence. It's an extension of character. The notion that something called
"setting" is separate from character, which in turn is separate from plot,
seems wrong to me. Place is as much plot as it is backdrop.
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CR:

role does music take in your writing? Many
stories reference songs, and in contributors' notes
occasionally you've mentioned
stories have .,.,., .............. .
stemmed from
songs.
are
thoughts
on the ways in
music might enhance the writing
or, perhaps, how this quality to
may be
a by-product of your love for music?
MP: Music is such a part of my life, always has been, that it's
really hard for me to think about my work as separate from music. I
listen to music all the time-as I write this, I'm listening to an old
Dinosaur Jr. album, and the first thing I did when I got out the duct
tape this morning to try to extract those bothersome cactus barbs was
put on a record. (I Love You But I Have Chosen Darkness, which gets
my vote for best band name of recent years.) How anyone could duct
tape the cactus barbs out of their ankle without musical accompaniment is beyond me, but then there are thousands of things I cannot
do without music, including but not limited to: cook, shower, fold
clothes, rake leaves, grocery shop, pay bills, wrap presents ... the list is
endless.
It is true that my work has been increasingly inspired by music,
but I think it was there from the start. I was a little hesitant to admit
that mine was not a particularly literary adolescence. I grew up in the
'70s , standing around the parking lots of laundromats, listening to
eight-track tapes of Mott the Hoople and Led Zeppelin and the Stones
through someone's busted back-seat speakers. But then I realized that
you didn't have to grow up reading your way through the Western
Canon in order to be a writer. I cannot overestimate the importance of
reading if you want to write, and I did eventually learn to read. Books
are made of other books, but they are also cobbled together from other
elements, other influences. I seem to be, for better or worse, a bit of an
obsessive type. Whatever I'm obsessed with often finds its way, usually in a diluted form, into the work. In the past ten years I've become
increasingly devoted to endurance sports, and I can see how that sort
of painful pleasure or pleasurable pain has seeped into the stories.
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I wrote an entire novel (If You Yvant Me to Stay) with a soundtrack of classic and obscure soul songs, and as I was writing it, and figuring out how to revise it, I wrestled a lot with this notion of whether
the musical references enhance the work. The risk, of course, is that the
reader not only does not know the corpus of Sylvester "Sly" Stone, but
doesn't care to know it. My rule is this: the story must work without
lmowledge of the song. And if you do know the songs, well, that's
gravy. 1hough I would strongly urge you to check out Sly.
CR: You have taught for a number of years at both
graduate and
levels.
you often find yourself assigning again and again
in
semester to "set the tone" for your
classes?
stories do you assign that you
feel might be overlooked or
in writing
classes around
country?
MP: There are two stories I use to begin discussion of craft and
technique in classes ranging from beginning undergraduate to graduate workshops. They are both by Tobias Wolff: "Say Yes" and "Bullet
in the Brain." They' re both short enough to read aloud, extremely
economical; smart; and very, very different formally and stylistically.
That ultimately is what I would like my students to understand: that
you don't find "a voice"; if you want to be a good writer, you find many,
many voices, one (at least) for each story you tell.
I have some stories that I use, over and over, that do not make
it into anthologies, or at least that I haven't seen in anthologies. Here's
a partial list:
Gina Berriault, "The Stone Boy"
Conrad Aiken, "Silent Snow, Secret Snow"
William H. Gass, "The Pedersen Kid"
Donald Hall, ''Argument and Persuasion"
Janet Peery, "What the Thunder Said"
Isaac Babel, "My First Goose"
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William Goyen, "In the Icebound Hothouse"
Mark Richard, "Strays"
Denis Johnson, "Work"
Katherine Ann Porter, "Noon Wine"
There are a dozen others, but these are the ones I keep coming back to,
I suppose because I can teach them over and over and never lose
interest in what makes them significant and never fail to be seduced by
their mysteries.
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